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If there is a message in the #occupy movement for IR and IPE scholars in the United 
States, it is the warning that the last two decades of academic political abstinence are no 
longer sustainable.  There is no way around it. Co-opted by liberal triumphalism of the 
post-Cold War era (Barder and Levine, 2011), US academia has not only failed to raise its 
voice loudly and clearly against the increased militarization of a Wall Street-led casino 
capitalism, whose violence which has been embedded deep in the fabric of everyday 
American life; it has also basked in its benefits.   
Until  the  financial  crisis  of  2008,  elite  American  universities  were  reaping 
unprecedented increases in their endowments, facilitating the sale of their classrooms to 
corporate  interests,  leading  the  charge  for  globalization  and  democratization  (which 
masked conditions of perpetual warfare both inside and outside of the United States), 
and  willingly,  as  David  Harvey  (2011)  notes,  participating  in  the  production  of  an 
Orwellian  ‘new-speak’  which  transformed  all  political/economic  questions  into 
cultural/ideational/identity ones. 
A series of new programs by the Department of Defense – from the Human 
Terrain System and Minerva (Der Derian, 2008; Gusterson, 2008, 2010; Ilieva, 2011; 
and Forte, 2011) to the more recently written-up Grand Strategy Programs (Horn and 
Ruff,  2011)  –  has  brought  social  scientists  back  to  the  National  Security  State  and 
mended  the  rift  between  the  Pentagon/U.S.  alphabet  agencies  and  the  academic 
community created by the Vietnam War.  
The  simultaneous  attraction  of  American  IR  scholars  to  European  critical 
theory and continental philosophy has hardly generated a viable political opposition to 
America’s economic and military adventures. Despite persistent Republican attacks on 
universities as the bastions of ‘liberal intellectualism’ and ‘anti-Americanism’, American 
campuses remained eerily quiet through a series of American military interventions – 
from Grenada to Libya. While the most serious and vocal critics of American foreign 
policy were either traditional Leftists – like Noam Chomsky and Howard Zinn – or 
rather conservative realists like Chalmers Johnson, Andrew Bacevich, John Mearsheimer 
and  Stephen  Walt,  constructivist  and  critical  IR  theorists  satisfied  themselves  with 
expressions of indignation at always-well-populated panels in much-too-small rooms at 
annual conventions of the International Studies Association.  Some even advised the U.S. 
military while still viewing themselves as card-carrying critical IR theorists. As Italian Journal of Critical Globalisation Studies, Issue 5 (2012) 
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philosopher (and openly-gay mayor of Venice in the 1990s), Gianni Vattimo (1989), 
noted years ago, after a visit to the United States during the First Gulf War: 
 
While we in Italy discuss pacifism in abstract terms, young Americans have to 
come to terms with the imminence of new wars. And yet, confronting the 
pressures  of  these  objective  problems,  stands  an  intellectual  radicalism 
completely devoid of any concrete politics, subversive theoretical constructs 
which ultimately confirm traditional roles, and – as could be expected –an 
avant-garde so pure and rigid that it ends up looking like sheer decoration. 
 
Thus, as police violence arrives on the few U.S. campuses where students have 
dared to organize, the #occupy movement punctures the favorite fantasies of the salaried 
professoriate;  that  our  Disney-fied  universities  are  the  sites  of  critical  thinking;  that 
teaching is more than disciplining students for a capitalist labor market (including the 
academic one); that pursuit of truth(s) rather than careerism governs our inquiries; that 
courage displayed in classroom discussions or conference presentations about torture, 
exploitation of others, or willful killing of those who are deemed non-human, are all 
acceptable substitutes for political action. 
  I remember a colleague, who considered himself a radical, telling me a few 
years ago that politics would never again be about bodies in the streets. Politics, my 
colleague argued, was about bits and digits, images and representations, not material 
and/or  distributive  questions.  It  no  longer  required  physical  aspects  of  power  in 
movement. I remember another colleague telling me that she had never thought that the 
issue of rape in warfare could be different from the issue of rape in warfare as seen on 
American TV screens. I remember a post-colonial scholar making a powerful claim that 
voting was an irrelevant act in the United States. I remember a well-known human-rights 
constructivist  telling  a  group  of  young,  female  graduate  students  that  they  had  to 
understand that they would never be able to have it all in the academe – she, for instance, 
had not been able to make it to the gym for weeks. I remember myself believing that for as 
long as I was a non-citizen, I did not bear responsibility for U.S. foreign policy – and then 
continuing to believe so even after I got the right to vote in 2004, on the very day when 
Donald Rumsfeld was testifying in Congress about Abu Ghraib.  
It used to be easy to entertain such beliefs for as long as one could forget that 
real  political  power  still  mobilized  resources,  occupied  territories  and  (democratic) 
institutions, moved armed bodies and machines around the world, produced inequalities 
and thrived on particular material conditions.  It used to be easy to believe this, so long as 
the grounds on which academe itself was standing did not begin to shift, and so long as 
the bodies did not appear in our streets. 
  There is thus a dirty little secret amidst academic fascination with the #occupy 
movement: it speaks to our current plight. The battle is no longer about the ethnic Return to the Real, Hozic
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character of new wars, Islamic fundamentalism, women’s rights in Afghanistan, the rise of 
China or methodological underpinnings of IR scholarship. It is about our mortgages, our 
status  as  (public)  employees,  employment  opportunities  of  our  students  and  our 
children, our tenures. The apparatus that the IR scholarship has so willingly sustained by 
turning away from the issues of economic inequality and material power has come back 
to haunt us. Even if gainfully employed and privileged by all measures of the current crisis, 
we are as powerless vis-à-vis the 1% and the ruling power as the rest of the 99%. 
  I cannot at this point speculate what the #occupy movement is to become, how 
long will it last, what political effects it might have. Perhaps the most fascinating aspects of 
the movement are precisely its Situationist roots; its amorphous, malleable nature; its 
anarchist trust in diffusion and dissolution of power; its carnivalesque features – a lived 
experience of space and time that could be otherwise; its belief in process rather than 
outcomes; its embodiment of non-instrumental action; its promise of politics as poiesis. 
But I also cannot see it in any other terms than as a wake up call to those of us who have 
surrendered our dreams about alternatives to the comforts of complacency. The time to 
hibernate has run out. As one of the first #occupy posters said – this revolution will not be 
televised. It most certainly will not take place in our classrooms, at academic conferences 
or  within  associations  where  we  dutifully  pay  our  membership  fees.  The  #occupy 
movement calls upon the salaried professoriate to step out into the streets, be counted 
and  confront  the  Real.  We  owe  it  to  the  99%  that  we  have  helped  to  create.  The 
movement may not deliver but is that a reason to stay on the sidelines? Ask the people of 
the Tahrir Square. Or better – ask the ghosts of the Blair Mountain in West Virginia 
where corporate thugs and the US Army crushed the coal miners’ attempt to unionize in 
1921  and  where  union  folks  and  environmentalists,  to  this  day,  fight  to  protect  the 
mountain from further exploitation. 
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